INTRODUCTION
Coastal areas are among the most diverse and productive ecosystems on the planet. They lie between the land and the sea, and their complex systems and interrelations make them very vulnerable.l They are valuable resources for the economic and social development of countries, and some societies have achieved high levels of development through exploiting their coasts for agricultural production, and the sea for transportation and commerce. This helps to explain why coastal areas tend to be quite densely populated: the activities that take place in them cannot be undertaken anywhere else.
The coastal areas of Uruguay are home to a wide variety of goods and services, some of which provide basic necessities for human life. These goods and services include tangible resources such as commercial fishing, sport fishing, and also less tangible advantages like recreational activities, clean beaches, marine and coastal habitats and attractive areas for housing. In Uruguay, as in most countries with coastal areas, some of these goods and services are increasingly scarce, and this has led to different types of conflicts. These difficulties are hard to resolve because there is free access to these areas and many of the services in them are public.
One of these spheres of conflict has to do with the fast growth of urban areas, a phenomenon that has caused problems between the demand for and the supply of coastal goods and services. One example is eutrophication or water contamination, which results from harbor, agricultural, and urban activities, and which conflicts with the need for good quality clean water for recreational activities and tourism, and also with scenic beauty and clean beaches. 2 Resolving such conflicts generally involves a trade-off between different interests. What criteria can be applied when seeking reasonable trade-offs? From an economic perspective, analyses about which changes in society entail a gain and which entail a loss should take account of the economic value of the environment. This means that one of the criteria for resolving trade-offs between conflicting interests should be the economic valuation of coastal resources and environmental change.
Economic and social factors are essential to an understanding of many of the problems and questions that arise when it comes to managing coastal resources. 3 The interconnection between the natural environment and socio-economic factors is now acknowledged, and this has resulted in efforts to more fully integrate environmental considerations into economic analyses and to more fully integrate socio-economic considerations into environmental decisions.
In this article we present a summary of the key findings of various studies of the socio-economic factors that influence the Uruguayan coastal economy, 4 studies that were aimed at gauging the contribution coastal activities and resources make to the Uruguayan economy. Although the focus was mainly on economic activities with a market value, the studies established the scope, methodology and usefulness of this type of research. They produced results that were important in terms of finding and analyzing the information that was available, and these data could be used as a baseline for estimating the real extent of the economic and social impact of these activities. The studies were designed to help establish the economic importance of coastal areas and give it more weight as a factor in the decision-making process. The results presented here reflect the first steps
